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PREFACE

This report examines factors that have influenced the Soviet rela-
tionship with North Korea to the present time, and evaluates the pros-
pects for this relationship over the next decade. It attempts, in partic-
ular, to isolate and weigh those factors that could make for significant
change, particularly those that could contribute to greater instability
on the Korean peninsula.

The report is one of a series produced by a Project AIR FORCE
research effort that seeks to explore and assess “U.S. Security Policy in
East Asia and the Implications for the Sino-Soviet-U.S. Triangle in the
1980s.” Earlier studies completed under this project include:

Harry Gelman, The Soviet Far East Buildup and Soviet Risk-
Taking Against China, R-2943-AF, August 1982.

Jonathan D. Pollack, The Lessons of Coalition Politics: Sino-
American Security Relations, R-3133-AF, February 1984.

This work should be of interest to Air Force planners concerned
with prospects for Soviet strategic policy in the Far East and with the
strategic environment that may confront the Air Force in East Asia
over the next decade. It should also be of interest to a wide spectrum
of readers concerned with the security problems of Northeast Asia, par-
ticularly as they relate to Soviet policy in Asia.




g SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

The objective of this report is to isolate and weigh the factors that
could significantly alter the nature of the Soviet-North Korean rela-
tionship, particularly those that could contribute to greater instability
on the Korean peninsula.

From the perspectives of both the Soviet Union and the Democratic :
People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK), the bilateral relationship has for
many years been difficult and cool. From North Korea's perspective, i
the Soviet Union demonstrates small concern for the DPRK's four fun-
damental interests:

Preserving the ruling (Kim Il-song) regime

Maintaining North Korean independence

Generating support for the objective of reunification on North
Korean terms

Developing support for other North Korean policy objectives,
especially economic development and military modernization

Among these interests, North Korea's aspiration for independence is
particularly important, with the Soviets perceived by Pyongyang as
being more interested in its subservience than in its national indepen- |
dence. The cautious and conditional nature of Soviet support for these
fundamental interests, particularly when compared with China’s orien- _
tation, imputes a certain strategic logic to North Korea’s relations with :
its two Communist neighbors: the “swing” toward China is both his- i
toric and “strategic” in nature; occasional “tilts” toward the Soviet |
Union are more “tactical” and temporary, and are generally designed to ,

express momentary North Korean displeasure with particular policies i
oftthoopthopublicofChu(PRC) This is not meant to suggest
that the North Korean-PRC relationship is trouble-free, only that it is
qualitatively different from that between North Korea and the Soviet
Union.

From the Soviet perspective, the strain in the bilateral relationship

' stems from a complex mixture of Soviet attitudes concerning the North
Korean regime. Thees include:

o A long-standing and deep ressntment of many aspects of Kim
Nl-song’s past and present behavior toward the Soviet Union

¢ An extreme wariness of what the USSR sees as Kim Il-song’s

propensity for adventurist risk-taking
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e Very modest near-term expectations regarding what the Soviet
Union can get from Kim’s regime

e A moderate appraisal of the extent of Soviet vital interests in
North Korea

¢ A clear view of the minimum that the USSR must do to safe-
guard its basic interests in Pyongyang

e Considerable confidence that, given this minimum Soviet input,
those basic interests are reasonably secure

e Determination to do what is necessary to safeguard those basic
interests but no more

As a result of these attitudes, the Soviets have adopted over the past
ten to fifteen years a policy selectively limiting the extent of their new
commitments to Pyongyang, while simultaneously lowering their expec-
tations regarding the concessions they might hope to elicit from North
Korea in the near future. At the same time, they have provided
enough input into the North Korean economy to encourage Kim's
regime to maintain at least minimally correct relations with the Soviet
Union, to limit North Korean political offenses against the USSR, and
to hold open options for the future. In effect, the Soviets have pursued
a holding action against a day when different personalities and atti-
tudes might come to prevail in Pyongyang.

Despite this basic, historical pattern, the nature of Soviet-North
Korean relations could be significantly altered by several new factors
that are gradually growing in importance. From the North Korean
perspective, any major alteration will require changes in either North
Korea's identification of its fundamental national interests or in its
perceptions of trends and developments affecting these interests.
Among the possible changes, those concerning Pyongyang’s commit-
ment to reunification on North Korean terms have the greatest poten-
tial for affecting its policies toward the Soviet Union. From the Soviet
perspective, the chances of significant change will be governed by three
main interwoven and interacting factors: the evolution of the North
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noteworthy changes in this relationship conflict in important ways
with the view that each has consistently taken of its fundamental
interests. Some minor improvements in the tone of the relationship
have recently occurred, and this trend may continue. However, in the
abeence of major changes in North Korea's definition of national
interest or perceptions of trends as they affect these interests—neither
of which at the present time seems probable—or in Soviet policies
toward the DPRK without such North Korean changes, it is unlikely
that there will be a major modification in the Soviet-North Korean
relationship that would engender significantly enhanced Soviet support
of destabilizing actions in the 1980s.

Nevertheless, there is reason to believe that we are entering a rather
fluid and dynamic period that might present Moscow and Pyongyang
with both new dangers and new opportunities. Among the important
dynamic elements are the Korean leadership succession, secular
changes in the relative political, military, economic, and international
positions of South and North Korea, evolution of the Japanese and
Chinese postures toward the Soviet Union and the United States, and
evolution of the strategic competition between the United States and
USSR in the East Asia/Pacific region. In this environment, a number
of factors could alter the forecast offered above.

From the North Korean perspective, the most volatile factor con-
cerns perpetuation of the ruling regime. If active and expanded Soviet
support became essential to the regime’s basic existence, North Korean
policies might indeed dramatically change. At this point, however, the
prospects for such a state of affairs developing must be judged to be

The area with the most practical potential for change from North
Korea’s perspective concerns the objective of reunification on North
Korean terms. The key question here is whether or not Pyongyang’s
past perception of itself as superior to South Korea undergoes major
alteration. Should the conviction develop that it had lost its superior-
ity and with it the prospect for ultimately reunifying Korea under its
control, North Korea, particularly after Kim Il-song’s demise, could
well be inclined to modify its policies in an effort to enlist greater
Soviet assistance. Such an inclination would be heightened by clear
indications on the part of the Soviet Union of a willingness to assume
greater risks in support of North Korea's version of reunification.
Among the factors influencing North Korea’s perception of the pros-
pects for reunification, three seem likely to be particularly important:
the nature of USSR and PRC policies toward South Korea; the state of
Soviet and Chinese relations with the United States; and the evolution
of South Korea's internal political, economic, and military situation.
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On the Soviet side, there are two factors that could impel the Soviet
leadership to consider important changes in policy toward Pyongyang
which might involve the acceptance of risks hitherto considered unjus-
tified. One would be the poesibility of obtaining concrete security
benefita—in the form of naval or air facilities in North Korea—that
have thus far been ruled out by the DPRK's unwillingness to jeopar-
dize its independence. Although it appears unlikely that the attitude of
North Korea’s present or prospective leadership will change sufficiently
to make such radical concessions to the USSR possible, there is 8 mod-
est possibility of such a change if North Korean anxieties over secular
trends become sufficiently severe. The other factor would be a decision
by the United States to use South Korea as a platform for long-range
theater nuclear weapons directed at the Soviet Union. Such a decision
could alter the Soviet evaluation of costs and risks enough to lead the
USSR to restore the flow of advanced military hardware to North
Korea even without policy changes in Pyongyang, and to take a much
more supportive posture toward North Korean efforts to undermine the
Republic of Korea. The analysis in this report suggests the need for
careful attention to these issuee.
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I. THE CURRENT SOVIET-NORTH KOREAN
RELATIONSHIP

THE NORTH KOREAN PERSPECTIVE
Introduction

The literature available concerning the Democratic People’s Repub-
lic of Korea’s (DPRK) relations with the Soviet Union is dominated by
three broad characteristics: first, it is sparse; second, it tends to focus
on Soviet policies and perceptions; and third, when it does approach
the subject from North Korea's perspective, it concerns itself princi-
pally with North Korean maneuverings in the Sino-Soviet dispute.! As
a result, relations between North Korea and the Soviet Union have
tended to be described in triangular (USSR-PRC-DPRK) terms, with
few systematic efforts made to aseess the nature and dynamics of the
bilateral relationship itself.

The dominant theme emerging from this literature portrays a willful,
skillful North Korea successfully manipulating the Sino-Soviet rivalry
to its own advantage. By requiring each of the Communist rivals to
“court” North Korea for its support, the rivalry has enabled Pyongyang
to play one off against the other by “tilting” first in one and then the
other direction. The result, according to this general portrayal, has
been bolstered independence for North Korea and enhanced North
Korean leverage vis-a-vis China and the Soviet Union.

Whatever the general utility of viewing North Korean policies in the
context of the Sino-Soviet rivalry, there are several problems with such
an approach for any attempt to assess the dynamics and future pros-
pects of Soviet-North Korean relations. One is a tendency to exag-
gorate North Korea's skill in playing off one of its Communist neigh-
bors against the other. To be sure, the Sino-Soviet rivalry may have
helped prevent the two powers from uniting in such a way as to be able

to North Korean behavior. There is some doubt, however,

'For represemtstive exampies, sse Chin O Betwesn ond
Mossow: North Korea’s Involvement in the Dispute, 19581978 (University,
Alsbame: Univensity of Alshama Press, 1978); Wayne 8. Kiyosaki, North Kores's
Poreign Relations—The Politics of Accommodetion, 1945-75 (New York: Preasger Publish-




whether such an ability ever existed and, if so, whether it could ever be
reproduced.! More notable have been the negative consequences:
North Korea has not been able to acquire the economic and military
assistance it has desired (e.g., Mig-23s) by allegedly “tilting” first one
way and then the other, and at times has suffered serious damage
(examples include complete cutoff of Soviet aid and border conflicts
with China). On balance, North Korea has not been able to use the
rivairy to much of its own benefit.

A second and related problem is that such an approach overstates
the amount of leverage North Korea derives as a result of the Com-
munist competition. In fact, Pyongyang is in a fundamentally weak
and disadvantageous position vis-a-vis its powerful neighbors. It needs
much from them but has little to offer in return. Although the
DPRK'’s geostrategic importance affords it a certain amount of influ-
ence, North Korea has not been able to translate this importance into
anything more than very cautious and conditional support from its two
principal patrons. This is particularly true concerning matters touch-
ing directly upon great power intereats. Far from a North Korean tail
wagging the Russian or Chinese dog, therefore, North Korea has con-
stantly had to scramble to adjust to policies of the USSR or the PRC
which are often adopted for reasons having nothing to do with Pyon-
gyang but which have an important effect upon it. The actual leverage
of the DPRK has been extremely limited.

The major problem, however, is that such an approach tends to
obscure the basic nature of North Korea’s relations with China and the
Soviet Union and the underlying dynamics of the respective bilateral
relationships. By overemphasizing the “tilts” and “swings” in North
Korean policies, this approach suggests an equidistance which simply
does not exist. In the process, it masks an important reality: it is
“normal” for North Korea to have basically good relations with China;
it is “normal” to have bad, or at least strained and difficult relations,

it B A 7 S g O ey L i
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North Korean Interests

As seen from the North Korean perspective, these interests are
four-fold in nature. In order of importance, they are the following:

o Preserving the ruling (Kim Ii-song) regime

¢ Maintaining North Korean independence

e Generating support for the objective of reunification on North
Korean terms

¢ Developing support for other North Korean policy objectives,
especially economic development and military modernization

These interests apply to both the USSR and the PRC and go a long
way toward explaining why the characterization suggested above holds.

From North Korea's perspective, the Soviets have never shown
much concern for these fundamental interests. Although they installed
Kim Il-song and a few of his “Kapean” faction (Manchurian-Korean)
followers in important positions—along with a group of Soviet-Korean
emigres—when they occupied North Korea at the end of World War II,
the Soviets have demonstrated little enthusiasm for the Kim Il-song
regime since the mid-to-late 19508 when it purged the other competing
factions and consolidated its political power. They have been unsym-
pathetic to North Korea’s official ideology of chuche (“self-reliance”)
upon which the legitimacy of the Kim regime has heavily rested.? They
have been critical of the cult of Kim Il-song, which Kim has relied

regime’s more extreme actions (e.g., the capture of the Pueblo, the
shooting down of a U.S. EC-121 reconnaissance plane, the raid on the
South Korean Presidential mansion) has reinforced awareness in
North Korea of the limited Soviet enthusiasm for the ruling regime.

“diplomatic souress” e alleging that Chong-il hed paid an unpublicised viskt to Mescow
hc.ly“h uwmmnhmuﬂu.“




North Korean leaders similarly see little Soviet enthusiasm for their
fundamental interest in national independence. Although the Soviets
frequently lay claim to having liberated North Korea from Japanese
colonial rule, much more salient from the North Korean perspective
were their pervasive efforts in the early postwar years to establish
North Korea as a satellite state. These efforts included not only
attempts to secure political control through an elaborate network of
Soviet “advisors” and, until 1948, the presence of Soviet military
forces, but also to acquire control over the North Korean economy in
an effort to subordinate it to Soviet economic needs and priorities.’
They also included de facto efforts to “Russify” North Korea through
extensive programs of cultural penetration.® Designed to form a Soviet
satellite regime that would be “‘voluntarily’ responsive to its dictates,”
such efforts by the Soviet Union resulted by 1950 in a North Korea
that was “already well advanced toward becoming a republic of the
USSR.” Thereafter, the Soviets intervened on a number of occasions
in North Korean internal politics, while manipulating economic and
military assistance in an effort to compel certain kinds of North
Korean behavior. In the process, North Korea came to see the Soviets
as more interested in its subservience than in its aspiration for
independence.

Among the four fundamental North Korean interests, this aspiration
for independence has been particularly important. Indeed, except for
the preservation of the Kim Il-song regime itself—which, until the
problem of succession arose in the 1970s, had not been basically in
question since Kim solidified his power—North Korea has had no
lucher national priority. This priority is rooted in Korea'’s historical
experience. At one time or another in its modern history, Korea has
been dominated or coveted by virtually all the great powers: it was a
tributary of China, a target of Russia, and a colony of Japan. In the
immediate postwar years, Korea was physically divided and occupied
by the respective great powers on both sides of the Demilitarised Zone
(DMZ). As described above, North Korea was thereafter subjected to

oty e < e o




sustained Soviet efforts at de facto integration. In this context, Soviet
insensitivities to North Korea’s desire for independence and denigra-
tion of its emphasis upon “self-reliance” evoke a visceral response in
Pyongyang. This contributes more than any single element to the
character of DPRK-USSR relations.®

Also a factor, however, has been the limited Soviet support for the
other fundamental North Korean interests. Although the Soviets have
paid lip-service to the DPRK's consistent objective of reunification on
North Korean terms, for example, Pyongyang is acutely aware of the
limits to this support. The Soviets refused to participate directly in
the Korean War Mpnte North Korean hopes for Soviet infantry divi-
sions and air strikes in retaliation for U.S. attacks upon the North.?
Moreover, after initially encouraging Kim Il-song in his effort to unify
Korea militarily, the Soviets then pressured him to end the conflict far
short of realizing his objective. Since then, they have carefully avoided
any actions that involve a risk of being drawn into a conflict with the
United States. Coupled with Soviet actions in the Cuban missile crisis
and its “peaceful co-existence” and detente policies thereafter, such
behavior has convinced North Korea of the cautious and conditional
quality of Soviet support for Pyongyang’s reunification objective. The
refusal of the USSR to endorse the DPRK as the sole legitimate
sovereign state on the Korean peninsula has undoubtedly driven this
point home further.!°

From the North Korean perspective, Soviet support of other North
Korean policy objectives has been similarly qualified. Clearly, the
USSR has provided North Korea a substantial amount of economic
assistance, particularly during the first two decades of the DPRK’s

’l\oﬁovmnnthathKombothMmdedydiuM—
and indeed dependence—on the “socialist community.” The following retort to
Pyongyang’s emphasis on “self-reliance” is one of the more subtle reminders: “As before,
mmmmmumm'.(mxm'lw
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existence, including credits, grant-in-aid funds, and supplementary
economic and technical assistance.!’ It has also canceled or deferred
payment on certain loan obligations. Moreover, North Korean leaders
are aware that throughout the DPRK'’s history the Soviet Union has
been the primary foreign supplier of military equipment, although such
assistance has declined greatly since the early 1970s.

From the North Korean perspective, however, the value of this
assistance has been tempered by the fact that the Soviets drive a hard
bargain. North Korea has criticized the USSR, for example, for never
providing all it requested, and for limiting much of what it did provide
to second-rate and outdated equipment. It has also criticized the
Soviets for “having sold equipment for a much higher price than the
international market price, while acquiring gold and other materials for
a much cheaper price.”'? The implication that the Soviets have
required North Korea to use its gold reserves to cover shortfalls in
their bilateral economic dealings suggests a considerably less benign
approach than the sheer magnitude of Soviet assistance might imply.

In addition, North Korea sees the Soviets as having sought to use
their economic and military assistance as a means for exerting political
pressure on Pyongyang. They have delayed and temporarily embar-
goed exports of contracted equipment to express displeasure with par-
ticular North Korean policies, going so far as to cut off aid completely
for several years in the mid-1960s when Soviet-North Korean relations
plunged to their lowest level. The Soviets also refused to bail North
Korea out a decade later when it became the first Communist country
ever to default on its debts.!* They have also refused for more than a
decade to provide Pyongyang with the advanced airplanes and missiles
it feels it badly needs—much of which the Soviets have long ago pro-
vided to other, seemingly less important allies. Such experiences
clearly rankle the North Koreans and feed their general image of the
Soviet Union as a “big, threatening neighbor that would like to dom-
inate North Korea as it does Mongolia.”!*




In contrast, the Chinese have been far more supportive of North
Korea's fundamental national interests. With the exception of a brief
period during the Cultural Revolution, they have been highly sensitive
to and solicitous of the Kim Il-song regime in Pyongyang, as indicated
by the extraordinary reception given Kim on his September 1982 trip
to the People’s Republic of China (PRC). They have also given their
de facto endorsement of Kim’s plan to have his son, Chong-il, succeed
him, an endorsement which has apparently been a key element in the
further strengthening of DPRK-PRC ties in the past couple of years.'®

The Chinese have also endorsed Kim's emphasis on “self-reliance”
and carefully avoided anything that would smack of interference in
North Korean internal affairs. A good recent example concerns the
October 1983 bombing attempt on the life of South Korean President
Chun in Rangoon, which the Chinese managed to tiptoe around while
still making clear their disapprobation.!® As a vital buffer to Soviet
expansion, North Korean independence is clearly of greater utility to
the PRC than it is to the Soviet Union. This fact is not lost on the
North Koreans.

Similarly, China has maintained throughout the postwar period a
firm commitment to North Korea’s position on reunification. Unlike
the Soviets, the Chinese backed up their commitment with the direct
perticipation of combat forces in the Korean War. Also unlike the
Soviets, they have publicly endorsed the view that North Korea is the
only legitimate sovereign state on the peninsula.!” Despite recent evi-
dence of Chinese interest in stability on the peninsula, the PRC has
sustained its rhetorical support of North Korean policies.

1988, p. 17.




The 1975 DPRK-PRC joint communique exemplifies this Chinese
tendency to defer—much more than does the Soviet Union—to both
North Korea's sensitivities concerning independence and its policy pro-
pensities concerning the Korean peninsula. After first stressing how
Kim's visit “is a major event of historic signiﬁcnnce." the communique
goes on to laud the North Korean leader personally;'® to support Kim’s
emphasis upon independence and “self-reliance™;'® and, having
endorsed North Korea as the “sole legal sovereign state of the Korean
nation,” to support unreservedly its position on reunification.® The
communique further condemns “U.S. imperialism” and calls for both
the dissolution of the United Nations Command and withdrawal of “all
the armed forces of the United States. . ..” It is on the basis of such
treatment that the communique can boast that “completely identical
views were reached on all the questions discussed,” and that “the
friendship and revolutionary unity” of the two sides is “indestructible.”

The Chinese have backed up this strong rhetorical support, more-
over, with impressive amounts of economic aid, including free grants
and concessionary trade terms, as well as military assistance. Given its
limited economic capabilities, such assistance attests to the open iden-
tification by the PRC with the stabilization and perpetuation of the
North Korean regime.?!

1%“The warm welcome and reception the Chiness people accorded to the party
government delegation . . . is a manifestation of the Chinese people’s high respect for
trust in Comrade Kim 11-song, the Korean people’s reapected and beloved leader. . . .”

%=The Chinese side pays high tribute to the Workers' Party of Korea headed
Comrade Kim Il-song, which has applied the universal truth of Marxism-Leninism to the
concrete practice of the Korean revolution . . . {and has] adhered to the socialist road,
Mmmwmawm.m.mwuum...
mmmmm-maxmmw.mmm.
solid and self-reliant national economy. .

mcmummmwwmxmmuumm
struggle for the independent and peaceful reunification of their fatheriand. .
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Strategic Logic

In this context, it is not surprising that basically good relations with
China and basically bad, or at least difficult, relations with the Soviet
Union should be the “normal” pattern. This is not to suggest that the
DPRK-PRC relationship is trouble-free. Indeed, there is considerable
evidence that the Chinese find Pyongyang a difficult ally. Seen from
the North Korean perspective, however, the PRC is an essential
counterweight to a big and threatening neighbor. It is this perspective
that imparts a strategic logic to North Korea’s relations with its Com-
munist neighbors: the “swing” toward China is both historic and “stra-
tegic” in nature; “tilts” toward the Soviet Union are more “tactical”
and temporary, and are generally designed to express North Korean
displeasure with particular policies of the PRC.

This strategic logic exists independently of other considerations. It
is bolstered further by a host of historical and cultural factors. To
North Koreans, images of the Soviets stripping watches from the wrists
of men and raping women when they occupied the northern part of the
country after World War II remain vivid. So too do memories of the
Soviets demanding factories and internal political change in exchange
for Soviet largesse. Such memories are solidified by Soviet arrogance
and condescension in their personal interactions with North Koreans.
Together with their behavior in the Cuban missile crisis, the war in
Vietnam, and the invasion of Afghanistan, these factors have contri-
buted to a North Korean perception of the Soviets as not only big and
threatening but as unreliable, self-centered, and crass. Such percep-
tions suggest that any fundamental changes in Soviet-North Korean
relations will be difficult to achieve.

Recent North Korean commentaries on the twenty-second anniver-
saries of Pyongyang’s respective friendship treaties with the USSR and
the PRC highlight the fundamentally differing perceptions of North
Korea concerning these two relationships. A signed article in the
Rodong Sinmun of July 6, 1983, entitled “Daily Developing Korean-
Soviet Friendship” makes the DPRK-USSR treaty sound almost like a
pact between antagonists. After defining the treaty’s importance in the
general terms of “the struggle of the Korean and Soviet peoples against
imperialism and for the victory of the cause of socialism and commun-
ism,” the article describes the bilateral relationship as having developed
“on the principles of complete equality, mutual respect for sovereignty,
non-interference in each other's internal affairs and comradely
cooperstion. . . .” The article concludes rather blandly with the hope
that the “friendship and solidarity with the Soviet people will further

At 14 6 ey L0
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strengthen and develop” on the basis of Marxism-Leninism and
proletarian internationalism.

The comparable article in the July 11, 1983, Rodong Sinmun com-
memorating the treaty with China, in contrast, was entitled “Everiast-
ing Korea-China Friendship” (italics added) and was considerably more
effusive. “The Korean and Chinese peoples have waged the joint strug-
gle against Japanese and American imperialist aggressors for a long
time,” the article noted, “during which they have always valued their
friendship as revolutionary comrades-in-arms and their obligation as
class brothers, going through thick and thin together. ... Our people
will staunchly fight for the victory of the common cause of socialism in
firm unity with the fraternal Chinese people in any storm and stress.”
In an obvious allusion to the question of political succession, the article
concluded with the observation that “The great Korea-China friendship
which was sealed in blood and has withstood all trials of history will
consolidate and develop generation after generation” (italics added).
This allusion was totally lacking from the article concerning relations
with the Soviet Union.

The differing North Korean perceptions of these two relationships
are also reflected in changes over time in the respective bilateral trade
relationships. As indicated in Table 1, the percentage of North Korea’s
total trade which the Soviet Union represents declined from nearly 85
percent in 1955, when Kim Il-song began to consolidate his power, to
roughly 25 percent in 1978. Over the same period, trade with the PRC
rose from 9 to 20 percent of North Korea's total transactions. As indi-
cated in Table 2, the North Korean share of total Soviet trade today is
less than one-third the figure of the early 1970s, declining from 1.5 and
19 percent in 1970 and 1971 to less than 0.5 percent in 1983.
Although the size of Soviet-North Korean trade has gradually grown
and the Soviet Union is still North Korea's largest trading partner,
bilateral trade remains small in absolute terms and a generally declin-
ing percentage of each nation’s total trade transactions.

THE SOVIET PERSPECTIVE
Introduction

The Soviet perspective on North Korea is a complex mixture, the
cumulative result of several decades of experience with the Pyongyang

regime, compounded by both hopes and concerns about the future. ’
Some of the key elements in this mixture of Soviet attitudes are:

e A long-standing, deep resentment of many aspects of Kim II-
song’s past and present behavior toward the Soviet Union.

T
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Table 1

NORTH KOREA'S TRADE WITH USSR AND PRC, 1965-1978
(Millions of U.S. dollars)

Trade Percent Trade Percent

Total with of with of

Year Trade USSR Total PRC Total
1985 106.3 84.9 80.6 9.5 9.0
19566 140.3 106.0 748 14.5 10.3
1967 2148 122.6 57.0 58.6 21.2
1968 290.0 106.1 36.2
1969 348.0 125.7 36.1
1960 320.0 114.1 5.7
1961 326.4 156.1 418
1962 362.5 168.9 479 924 26.2
1963 4208 170.2 404
1964 415.6 163.6 394 <«
1985 441.1 178.1 40.4
1968 463.4 1779 384
1967 500.0 218.3 43.7
1968 N.A. 203.1 N.A.
1968 096.1 328.2 47.1 110° 159
1970 761 373 49 100 13.1
1M 909 503 55.3 138 149
1972 1022 461 45.1 200 19.6
1973 13717 482 35 250 18.2
1974 2005 454 226 282 14.1
1978 1927 487 24.2 208 18.5
1976 15652 400 25.7 218 14.0
1977 1644 447 27.2 300 18.2
1978 2204 556 25.2 440 20.0

SOURCES: Frederica M. Bunge (ed.), North Korea: A
Country Study (Washington D.C.: Department of

Amy, PAM 3580-81, 1981), pp. 258-258, and Joseph Chung, The

Nonh Korean Economy, (Stanford, California: Hoover Institu-

tion Press, 1974), pp. 110-111. 1
*Estimete '

¢ Considerable wariness of Kim, on several specific grounds.
b ¢ Fairly modest near-term expectations regarding what the Soviet |
Union can get from Kim's regime. 9
¢ A moderate appraisal of the extent of Soviet vital interests in
North Korea.
A fairly clear view of the minimum that the Soviet Union must
do to safeguard basic Soviet interests in Pyongyang.
Considerable confidence that given this minimum Soviet input,
those hard-core Soviet interests are reasonably secure.




Table 2

SOVIET-NORTH KOREAN TRADE, 1969-1983

DPRK-USSR Trade DPRI as Percent
{millions of rubles) of Total USSR
Foreign Trade

USSR USSR
Year Total Exports I[mports Total Exports Imports

1983 587.4 262.4 325.0 0.48

1982 681 318 363 0.6 b 6
1981 529 279 250 0.5 5 4
1880 5721 2879 284.2 0.6 8 7

1979 4918 2354 256.4 0.6
1978 378.1 176.5 201.6 0.5
1977 328.7 164.7 164.0 05
1876  300.5 181.8 118.7 05
1976  338.2 186.8 151.4 0.6
1974 3432 184.3 148.9 0.9
1973 3573 2240 133.3 1.1
1972  380.0 251.6 128.4 1.5
1971 4£23 330.1 122.2 19
1970 320.3 207.0 122.3 1.5
1970 3359 207.0 128.9 15
1968  206.3 181.4 113.9 1.5

SOURCES: The 1983 data are taken from the monthly
Vneshniaia torgoviia (Foreign Trade), No. 3, March 1984, Supple-
ment. The 1880-1982 data appear in the statistical yearbook
Narodnoe khoziaistvo SSSR (USSR National Economy), published
annually by the USSR Central Statistical Administration. The
1969-1979 data are taken from the annual volumes of Vneshnisia
torgovlia SSSR (USSR Foreign Trads), published by the USSR
Foreign Trade Ministry.

Determination to do what is necessary to safeguard those mod-
est basic interests, but no more. Throughout the last decade,
this determination was based on a firm conviction that Soviet
steps to satisfy Kim's larger demands on the USSR—discussed
below—would not bring subsequent rewards from Kim commen-
surate with the attendant costs or dangers.

Finally, a vague sense that changes in this long-established cal-
culus of Soviet interests may now be in the making, as a resu't
of dynamic factors at work that might eventually confront ths
USSR with both new dangers and new opportunities. Among
the most important of these factors are the Korean leadership
succession, secular changes in the relative political, military,
economic, and international positions of South and North
Korea, the evolution of the Japaness and Chinese postures

——————
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toward the Soviet Union and the United States, and the evolu-
tion of the strategic competition between the Soviet Union and
the United States in East Asia.

In the discussion to follow, each of these considerations is reviewed
in turn.

Soviet Resentment of North Korean Independence

Underlying all else in the traditional Soviet attitude toward the
Pyongyang regime has been a sense of simmering outrage over a lost
patrimony, over the impudent behavior of a former protege and subor--
dinate. The Soviets have never forgotten that it was they who placed
Kim Il-song in power at the close of World War I1.2? The constant
Soviet public reiteration to North Korea that it was the Soviet armed
forces, and not Kim Il-song, who “liberated” the country from the
Japanese is therefore intended not only to reassert a claim to Korean
gratitude, but also to remind Kim that the USSR was the original
source of his personal authority and legitimacy. Just as the Soviet
leaders have never fully reconciled themselves to their loss of authority,
mostly since Stalin’s death, over other portions of Stalin’s empire—
Yugoslavia, China, Albania, and to some extent, Romania—so they
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Kim'’s Ingratitude for Soviet Help

Superimposed on this basic Soviet grievance against Kim has been a
series of other grievances. First, the Soviets see North Korea, like
China, as profoundly ungrateful for past Soviet assistance. Whereas
Pyongyang may remember Soviet behavior during the Korean War lar-
gely in terms of what the USSR did not do—the Soviet failure to
match the “blood sacrifice” provided by China®®—the Soviets have a
different perspective: they remember what they regard as the large
material sacrifice they made to supply the North Korean war effort in
support of Kim Il-song’s ambition to conquer the South, which is now
seen in retrospect as having been a hare-brained scheme. Similarly,
the Soviets see the major inputs they have made over the years to
North Korean industrialization as having been poorly repaid, in either
economic or political terms. They remember the Soviet economic
assistance furnished Pyongyang before and immediately after the
Korean war, followed over the next decade by Kim’'s violent rejection
of Khrushchev's effort to preserve the authority over Pyongyang
bequeathed by Stalin to his heirs. They remember the second round of
economic assistance launched by Khrushchev's successors in 1965, fol-
lowed in turn by what the Soviets regard as fresh displays of North
Korean ingratitude during the 1970s, considered below.

In sum, although the Soviet leaders probably regard the help fur-
nished Pyongyang as having brought the USSR some modest political
benefits—by preserving a minimal Soviet stake in the peninsula—this
political payoff has been only marginal and probably not commen-
surate, in Soviet eyes, with the scope of the cumulative Soviet invest-
ment in the DPRK regime. This Soviet perception, as we also shall
see below, colors the Soviet view of the kinds of help now appropriate
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North Korea's Orientation Toward China

Second, the Soviet sense of Kim's ingratitude has been closely
bound up with his behavior toward China. Although most vividly
displayed in the early 1960s, when Kim openly sided with Beijing in
rejecting Khrushchev's efforts to coerce China, some degree of North
Korean partiality for China over the Soviet Union has been displayed
at all times in the last twenty-five years, except for four Cultural Revo-
lution years (1966-1969) when all of Chinese foreign policy was dis-
torted by Maoist fanaticism. As earlier noted, North Korean behavior
toward both Moscow and Beijing has oscillated somewhat over the
years, but these fluctuations have generally occurred within a fairly
narrow range, around a norm of predominant inclination toward the
Chinese. The Soviets are aware that although the warmth of Sino-
Korean relations has varied, Pyongyang has rarely been truly neutral,
and has never shown preference for Moscow except for those four aber-
rant years of the late 1960s, when it was in effect driven away by the
Maoists. It seems clear that over the past twenty-five years, Soviet
diplomatic representatives in Pyongyang have become accustomed to
finding themselves severely isolated in a cold and rather hostile
environment; and over most of that period, Chinese dealings with the
North Koreans have been at least somewhat less constrained. In sum,
looking back over the panorama of the past, the Soviet leaders are
likely to believe that they labor under a permanen*, built-in disadvan-
tage in geopolitical competition with the PRC for predominant influ-
ence in Korea.

The Soviets are probably well aware of the underlying reasons.
Leaving aside all policy issues at stake among the three states, the
North Koreans are normally oriented more toward China than toward
the Soviet Union because of greater cultural affinity, because of the
Chinese role in the Korean war, and, as suggested above, because Beij-
ing is perceived as much less of a threat to Pyongyang’s independence
and authority. China is much weaker than the Soviet Union. The
Soviet leaders are the heirs of the Stalinist empire from which Kim II-
song seceded, and the North Koreans regard them as having irridentist
longings for their lost control over Pyongyang. Indeed, it is the Com-
munist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU), far more than the Chinese
party, that continues to harbor pretensions of universal authority in
the Communist world, and whose ideological claims are affronted by
Kim Il-song’s ideological pretensions. It is the Soviets, much more
than the Chinese, who have repeatedly sought to coerce Pyongyang,
and who have also used their military power to dominate other Com-
munist states. The Soviets are therefore necessarily the primary,

)
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although by no means the only, targets of Kim's frequent attacks
against what he terms “dominationism.” The underlying “normal”
North Korean preference for China is thus rooted in geopolitical reali-
ties, but this fact has not made Kim’'s behavior any more palatable to
the Soviet leaders.

Obstruction of Soviet Interests

Third, the Soviets have perceived Kim's conduct in the broader
international arena as sometimes offensive to Soviet interests. It is
true that even in the worst periods of Soviet-North Korean relations
there have always been many issues on which the views and interests
of the two states coincided, as is the case today. It is this coincidence
of views that enables the USSR and DPRK to sometimes work in
parallel, albeit separately, in certain Third World countries. On other
issues, however, the Soviets have periodically found North Korea's
behavior obstructionist and annoying. Within the Communist world,
North Korean conduct has repeatedly contributed to Soviet defeats in

reach agreements with the United States between 1959 and 1964.
More recently, the Soviets have found the North Koreans active
behind the scenes in obetructing Cuban efforts to promote Soviet influ-
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Most recently, as one consequence of the further improvement of
Sino-Korean relations since 1982, the Soviets have apparently found
themseives exciuded from some North Korean tactical decisions—to
which the Chinese are obviously privy—over diplomatic strategy
regarding the Korean peninsula. Soviet leaders are likely to be particu-
larly annoyed at the Sino-Korean coordination—evidently without
Moscow—that preceded Pyongyang’s shift of position in early 1984 to
accept, for the first time, the notion of Pyongyang-Seoul-Washington
talks with all three parties as full participants. Regardless of North
Korea’s motives in making this shift—to be considered later—the
Soviets are likely to be chagrined over the contrast between Beijing's
role in Pyongyang’s diplomatic maneuvers and their own.

Against this background, the U.S. suggestion that China—but not
the USSR—be included in any such talks is likely to further exasperate
the Soviets, and Moscow would undoubtedly be incensed if North
Korea ever consented to any such proposal. To be sure, the Soviets
were probably reasonably confident—even before Pyongyang
announced its rejection of the U.S. suggestion—that North Korea
would not give consent, both because of reluctance to provoke the
Soviets that far and, more fundamentally, because of unwillingness to
sanction the step toward cross-recognition of the two Koreas that
would be implicit in Chinese participation in four-power talks. More-
over, the Soviets are aware of North Korea'’s extreme wariness of great
power involvement and the possibility of losing control over reunifica-
tion matters. For this reason alone, North Korea is not likely to
readily aliow a major and direct role for any of the great powers.
Nevertheless, given the fact that China enjoys better relations with
both Pyongyang and Washington than does the USSR, the Soviets are
likely to remain intensely suspicious over the possibility that China
may play an ongoing role as intermediary between North Korea and
the United States.

Soviet Concern Over Kim’s Adventurism
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proven record of adventurist provocation of the United States. The
seizure of the Pueblo in January 1968, the downing of the U.S. EC-121
reconnaissance aircraft in April 1969, and the North Korean murder of
two U.S. officers at Panmunjom in 1976 have cumulatively fixed in
the Soviet mind an image of Kim as a leader whose behavior is not
predictable and who could at any moment plunge the USSR into
unforeseen military confrontation with America. This Soviet sense of
latent danger in Kim’s proclivities is reinforced on the one hand by the
existence of a Soviet-North Korean mutual defense treaty, and on the
other hand by the presence in South Korea of U.S. forces armed with
advanced weapons. The Soviet leaders, who place great store in
advance calculation of the costs, risks, and potential payoff of any
Soviet venture, are reluctant to allow their choices—and the possibility
of nuclear war with America—to be unilaterally shaped by Kim Il-song.

In addition to Kim’'s occasional risk-taking regarding the United
States, the Soviets probably see the cumulative record of North Korean
behavior toward the South over the last two decades as disturbing in
view of the U.S. military presence in South Korea. The attack on the
South Korean Presidential residence, the periodic dispatch of sabotage
and bombing teams, the construction of tunnels in the Demilitarized
Zone, and, most recently, the bombing attack against visiting South
Korean officials in Rangoon have periodically reinforced this Soviet
perception of North Korean policy. It seems clear that the Soviets do
not trust Pyongyang’s judgment in an environment they consider per-
manently risky, particularly since they are apparently given no voice in
North Korean decisions or warning about new North Korean adven-
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reservations about an assertive North Korean posture toward the
South would be greatly diminished. Consequently, should there ever be
a radical reduction of the U.S. military presence in South Korea,
perhaps as a result of diversion of U.S. forces in response to a crisis
elsewhere, it can be anticipated that the Soviets might sense signifi-
cantly less risk for themselves in encouraging North Korean behavior
they had previously considered adventurist.®

%There is, in the background, s second factor which might give the Soviets psuse:
the prospect thet Japanese rearmament by

the
fighting. Nevertheless, this factor is probably




19

The Contraction of Soviet Commitments and Expectations

As a cumulative result of all aspects of the Soviet experience with
Kim Il-song’s North Korea, the Soviets during the 1970s appear to
have adopted a policy selectively limiting the extent of their new com-
mitments to Pyongyang—economic, military, and political—while
simultaneously lowering their expectations regarding the concessions
they might hope to elicit from North Korea in the near future in return
for Soviet benefits. At the same time, they have considered it neces-
sary to continue providing sufficient input into the North Korean
economy to furnish incentive for Kim’s regime to maintain at least
minimally correct relations with the Soviet Union, to limit the extent
of North Korean political offenses against the USSR, and to hold open
options for the future. In effect, the Soviets have pursued a holding
action against a day when different personalities—and a better
attitude—might come to prevail in Pyongyang. This conservative,
minimalist strategy has constrained the net outflow of Soviet resources
to North Korea and also minimized Kim Il-song’s potential for drag-
ging the Soviet Union into unwanted dangers in the Korean peninsula.
On the other hand, the strategy has satisfied the minimum Soviet
requirement of ensuring that North Korea was not left entirely to the
Chinese, and that Chinese influence did not become so predominant in
North Korea as to endanger Soviet security interests. Meanwhile, it
has rebuffed North Korean efforts to use Soviet competition with Beij-
ing as a lever with which to extract larger Soviet concessions.

The Economic Side. As in the case of Soviet economic dealings
with other developing states from whom the Soviets have sought to
extract strategic and political benefits (Cuba, Vietnam, Ethiopia), much
of the Soviet input to North Korea has historically been funded
through credits that have involuntarily become quasi-permanent capi-
tal transfers. In each decade since the formation of Kim's regime, the
Soviets signed large credit agreements with Pyongyang to finance
Soviet deliveries and assistance, creating huge debts, a large portion of
which were customarily never repaid. Again and again, old debts were
either forgiven or rolled over, while new ones were nevertheless added,
eventually to receive the same treatment in their turn.?’” The Soviet
experience with the North Korean attitude toward debt thus long
antedated the similar Western and Japanese experience of the late
1970s.

the senee of the risk of war with the United States inherent in the U.S. presence in
South Korea.
¥'8¢¢ Ginsburgs, 1982,




Viewed in historical perspective, it is striking that the Soviets so
long persisted in this behavior in view of the meager political return;
this persiatence was itself testimony to the strategic importance which
geography imparts to North Korea in Soviet eyes. To be sure, after the
19608 such Soviet capital transfers became a decreasing factor in the
growth of the expanding North Korean GNP, and trade turnover with
the Soviet Union a declining fraction of North Korean foreign trade.
Indeed, in the middle 1960s, Khrushchev, infuriated at Kim's defiance
and his behavior regarding Beijing, attempted to turn off the spigot;
but this decision was soon reversed by Khrushchev's successors, who
were unwilling to write off North Korea, and who proceeded to sign
large new aid agreements in the old style in the second half of the
1960s.

The North Korean difficulties with China that emerged between
1966 and 1969 may also have been a factor that influenced the new
Brezhnev regime’s decision to make one final major effort to propitiate
Kim Il-song with Soviet largesse. If so, Brezhnev was surely deeply
disappointed at the warmth which North Korea began again to display
toward China as soon as the Chinese began to show a more concilia-
tory face toward Kim [l-song in 1969.

During the 1970s, the Soviets seem to have tried increasingly to tie
new commitments to North Korea to mechanisms designed to improve
the chances that such commitments might be repaid, and also to tie
them to fresh paper promises by North Korea to repay some of the old
debts. Aid to specific projects was now linked to elaborate timetables
for Korean repayment through deliveries of the output of the factories
concerned as they went into production. In the first half of the decade,
this strategy appears to have brought meager results; the new enter-
prises in question were delayed in completion, North Korea remained
in arrears on the old debt, and the gap between North Korean imports
from the USSR and exports to the Soviet Union steadily widened. In
the second half of the 1970s, however, the Soviets—perhaps alarmed by
awareness that they were now competing for repayment with major
Western and Japanese creditors—brought heavy pressure on Pyon-
gyang to begin to live up to its agreements with the USSR. There are
reports of acrimonious exchanges on the subject between the Soviet
ambassador and Kim during this period. Although the Soviets were
forced in 1976 to roll over the accumulated old debt once again, they
apperently did succeed, late in the decade, in compelling North Korea
to reduce and for a time even to eliminate the trade deficit, curtailing
the net outflow of new Soviet subsidies to Pyongyang. Meanwhile, as
mentioned above, the Soviets are alleged to have flatly refused a North
Korean request for a hard-currency loan to stave off North Korea's
non-Communist creditors.
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In sum, the Soviets seem well aware that they cannot entirely cut
off the flow of some Soviet resources into North Korea—whatever the
likelihood of repayment—without sacrificing the stake in the future,
however meager, which their past subventions have bought them. : 1
Although they no longer overwhelmingly dominate North Korea's trade
as they did in earlier decades, they are still Pyongyang’s largest single
trade partner. This economic relationship, and the Soviet potential to
supply North Korea with technology which China cannot match,
remain an important source of Soviet hope for increased influence in
the country after Kim has left the scene. Although they thus cannot
entirely avoid the necessity of continuing to throw some good money
after the bad, however, they have seemed determined to hold this
hemorrhage to the lowest level consistent with preservation of their
present modest relationship.®

The Military Side. On the military side, the Soviets over the last
decade have been considerably tougher toward Pyongyang, and it is
here that they have created the largest question marks for the future.
Early in the 1970s, the Soviets apparently reached the decision to deny
advanced, new-generation military technology to Kim Il-song. In con-
trast to their willingness to sign new (albeit more parsimonious)
economic aid agreements, they do not appear to have signed a new mil-
itary assistance agreement with North Korea since the late 1960s.
Although a flow of some military hardware apparently stipulated under
the last agreement continued in the 1970s, the Soviets have effectively
halted the process of modernizing North Korean weapon systems in
certain key areas where Pyongyang can neither produce advanced tech-
nology itself nor procure it from other sources such as China.

Three such areas are particularly noteworthy: fighter aircraft (Kim
has long coveted the Mig-23 and later models); surface-to-air missiles
(SAMs) more advanced than the SA-2; and antitank weapons
(ATGMs) more advanced than the Sagger. Despite North Korea's
growing capability to satisfy its own military requirements in areas of
increasing sophistication, it cannot fill the gape cited. These deficien-
cies partially offset those major military advantages North Korea does
enjoy over the Republic of Korea, and probably constitute one restrain-
ing influence (along with others) on Pyongyang’s inclination to con-
_ sider military adventures.

v The Soviets appear to have behaved in this manner for four main

@

%As discussed below, Kim DN-song’s May 1984 visit to Moscow may some
incronse in the Boviet economic input into North Korea over the haif of this
decade.
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First, these denials have served as a sanction—the most impor-
tant single sanction—in response to Kim's offenses against the
Soviet Union discussed earlier. The USSR has thus employed
both a carrot—in the form of some continued economic help—
and a stick—in the denial of advanced military technology—in
its ongoing efforts to lever North Korean policy.

Second, the Soviets probably have seen these denials as placing
a leash upon Kim Il-song, albeit, from the Soviet perspective,
an inadequate one. As earlier suggested, the Soviets have
almost certainly regarded a number of Kim’s actions since the
late 1960s toward both the United States and South Korea as
inexpedient and adventurist. By placing some constraints upon
Kim’s military capabilities, the Soviets probably have hoped to
limit the potential risks for themselves.

Third, the USSR may also wish to eliminate the risk, already
alluded to, that advanced military technology furnished to
North Korea might find its way into Chinese hands. Ever since
the 1969 Sino-Soviet border crisis brought, as one side effect, a
Chinese decision to mend fences with North Korea, the Soviets
are likely to have been concerned at the possibility of such
technology transfer. The Soviets are well aware that the
Chinese, in their Far East matchup with the Soviet Union, are
handicapped by the lack of many of the same categories of
advanced hardware (fighters, SAMs, ATGMs) which Kim II-
song desires. The Soviet leaders have no wish to find Chinese
military capabilities strengthened as an indirect result of Soviet
assistance to North Korea.

Finally, the Soviets may have hoped that by withholding key
weapon systems, they might possibly stimulate recriminations
within the North Korean elite, and particularly within the
North Korean military leadership. The Soviets may have inter-
preted articles written by some North Korean military leaders,
particularly in the mid-1970s, as reflecting a longing for modern
wupon; that are in practice obtainable only from the Soviet
Union.
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If sentiments favoring conciliation of the USSR for the sake of
securing denied Soviet military hardware have indeed existed in the
North Korean elite over the last decade, they have been effectively
suppressed. Nevertheless, the Soviets may hope that such views will
grow stronger as the years go on and the North Korean equipment in
question grows more obsolete, and may resurface after Kim Il-song’s

passing.




II. FACTORS AFFECTING THE LIKELIHOOD
OF CHANGE

THE NORTH KOREAN PERSPECTIVE
Introduction

Despite its historical pattern, the nature of Soviet-North Korean
relations could be significantly altered by any number of developments.
Indeed, there is reason to believe that we are entering a rather fluid
and dynamic period that might confront Moscow and Pyongyang with
both new dangers and new opportunities. In such a period, the possi-
bility of important changes in Soviet-North Korean relations is likely
to increase. Any major alteration will require changes, however, in
either North Korea's identification of its fundamental national
interests or in its perceptions of trends and developments as they affect
these interests. To assess the likely evolution of Soviet-North Korean
relations, therefore, it is first necessary to identify the factors that
could alter Pyongyang’s perceptions concerning these interests.

Preservation of Ruling Regime

As suggested above, with the exception of marginal variations and a
brief period during the Cultural Revolution, the only major North
Korean turn toward the Soviets was in the early postwar period. Dur-
ing this period, Kim Il-song had no alternative. Installed by the
Soviets and largely dependent upon them for his political survival, Kim
had to rely on the USSR to guarantee the stabilization of his regime.
From the time Kim eliminated his rivals and solidified his rule in the
mid-to-late 1950s, however, North Korea began to distance itself from
the Soviet Union. In the absence of a viable challenge to the Kim
regime, independence, “self-reliance,” and opposition to (Soviet) “dom-
inationism” became the touchstone for virtually all North Korean poli-
cies. In turn, adherence to this posture became linked to the basic legi-
timacy of the ruling regime.

Two factors could alter this orientation. One would be a seriocus
domestic political challenge to the Kim Il-song regime. It is conceiv-
sble that in such a challenge either Kim or his challengers could turn
to the Soviets for assistance, offering in exchange certain concessions
giving the USSR greater control over DPRK policy decisions. Given
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the paramount importance of preserving the North Korean regime, a
domestic political challenge represents the most potentially volatile fac-
tor affecting Pyongyang’s policies toward the Soviet Union.

As far as can be told, however, the likelihood of such a development
must be judged to be extremely low. Not only has Kim been succesaful
at eliminating his old rivals, he has also been successful, by all meas-
urements, at preventing new ones from emerging. Indeed, given the
god-like status he has been given in North Korea, a status not dissimi-
lar, perhaps, to that of the Emperor Meiji in prewar Japan but with far
more actual power, such a challenge seems almost inconceivable. At
the present time, Kim's task seems less to prevent any direct political
challenges to his continued rule than to ensure the continuation of his
policies once he has passed from the scene.

This raises the second factor: political succession. In the past few
years, North Korea has entered a period of transition. Kim Il-song has
made clear his intention of passing the baton to his son, Chong-il, and
a number of people allegedly close to the younger Kim have begun to
appear in key positions. Chong-il himself appears to have taken on
many of the day-to-day responsibilities of running the Party and the
country including, according to some reports, military affairs.! In the
North Korean media, Chong-il is portrayed as a great theoretician and
leader in the fields of economic production, education, and national

of Comrade Kim Chong-il, the dear leader, who is making the great
leader’s plan of communist construction fully biossom on this earth,
has become the prime mover and the decisive factor in bringing about,
today, the grand golden age of the Republic” (italics added).?

It appears that Kim Il-song has two primary motivations in trying
to effect a hereditary succession: to avert a potentially serious struggle
for succession that could undermine stability in the North and
endanger North Korean independence, and to forestall the possibility
of “de-Kimigation” and guarantee the continuation of Kim's policies
after he dies. Whether he will succeed in this effort is at this point

other reports, & recent North Korean defector remarked that the North
Choung-il's control. For a summaery of his remarks, see Naswae
May 23, 1088, pp. 1-2.
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problematic. Key questions include: how long a time the succession
process takes; whether during this time Kim will cede actual political
power to Chong-il and allow him to establish his own leadership
credentials apart from his illustrious parentage; whether Chong-il is
able through this effort to gain and maintain control over the Party;
and whether he can prevent the military, perhaps in cooperation with
the technocrats, from siding with a more acceptable figure.

Although the experience of other Communist states suggests great
caution concerning the prospects for a smooth succession, it is pro-
bably a mistake to dismiss this possibility too quickly. By all accounts,
the process of leadership succession is well-advanced in North Korea
and, given sufficient time, could be effectively accomplished even
before Kim Il-song leaves the scene. Moreover, the small size of North
Korea, its isolation, and its extreme regimentation all increase the
prospects for controlling the succession process, as do the possibilities
for foreign meddling or intervention should the process break down.
Most important, there are good historical precedents in Korea for such
a succession. In the Yi Dynasty (1392-1910), an heir-apparent. was
designated in advance from among the king’s sons and prepared, on the
basis of Confucian principles stressing filial piety and the demonstra-
tion of “boundless loyalty” to the king, to be an ideal ruler. In some
ways, as Kwon-sang Park has pointed out, “Kim Il-song seems to be
seeking to reinstate this tradition.”® This could counteract the fact that
monarchical succession is contrary to the Communist tradition.

Should succession succeed, it would suggest the continuation of a
regime in North Korea committed to Kim's “revolutionary tradition.”
This intention, and the motivation underlying it, are openly ack-
nowledged by Pyongyang. As one recent discussion of the “decisive
role of the leader’'s successor in connection with the question of the
revolutionary tradition” put it:

Only the leader’'s successor can thoroughly defend, inherit, and
develop the revolutionary tradition—one of the most important ques-
tions in inheriting the leader’s revolutionary cause. The leader’s suc-
cessor, above all, thoroughly safeguards and defends the revolu-
tionary tradition from the maneuvers of the betrayers of the revolu-
tion and all kinds of opportunists ¢ad he firmly ensures its purity.
He also brilliantly inherits and develops the revolutionary tradition
by embodying it into all fields of state and social life. As in the
above, the leader's succeseor plays a decisive role in inheriting the
already provided revolutionary tradition.*

3por this point and other useful information, see his article "North Korea Under Kim
Chong-il,” in the Journal of Northeest Asian Studies, June 1982, pp. 61-62.

$Correctly Solving the Question of Inheriting the Revolutionary Cause Is a Basic
Issus in the Revolution,” s (clandestine) Voice of the RPR (Revolutionary Party for
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A regime led by such a successor would presumably be at least equally
inclined to identify North Korea’s fundamental national interests along
the lines laid out by Kim Il-song, perhaps even more so given its lack
of demonstrable revolutionary credentials. The apparent absence of
any “line struggle” in North Korea associated with the question of suc-
cession further heightens this possibility.

A smooth transition to Chong-il is not the only potential outcome,
however. At least four other possibilities must also be considered: a
coalition government including Kim Chong-il; an agreement between
the Party and the military on someone else; dictation, in the absence of
an agreement, by the military; and turmoil, including, perhaps, outside
intervention. Although the first three of these possibilities vary some-
what in their general outcomes depending on the scenario envisioned,
they share in common one crucial characteristic: each would appear
likely to result in a regime dependent on the power centers—the mili-
tary and the Party—most committed to North Korea's traditional
definition of national interest.

In the absence of a direct threat to North Korean security, the mili-
tary seems unlikely to tamper with the objective of independence since
the attainment of this objective is its principal raison d'étre. For its
part, the Party seems unlikely to jettison the objectives of either “self-
reliance” or “reunification” given the manner in which these objectives
have become linked over the years to the basic legitimacy of the ruling
regime. This possibility is further diminished by the apparent absence
of a North Korean Deng Xiaoping—a leader with genuine revolu-
tionary credentials and a strong personal power base in the Party and
bureaucracy who could more or less unilaterally redefine North Korean
interests—which has resulted from Kim Il-song’s long dominance and
conscious and systematic effort to eliminate all potential rivals. Each
of these possible outcomes would thus seem likely to result in a regime
generally adhering to North Korea’s traditional definition of national
interest.

A possible exception to this estimation would be if a regime dom-
inated by the military came to power at a time of serious instability
and/or political crisis in South Korea. If this were accompanied by a
greater willingness on the part of the Soviet Union to take risks on the
Korean peninsula, it is conceivable that such a regime might be willing
to make certain political concessions to the Soviets in exchange for

Raunification) “roundtable discussion” in FBIS, Daily Report—Asia and Pacific,
December 1, 1983, p. D9. The RPR, supported by North Korea, claims to be an organi-
sation of Southern revolutionaries who follow Kim [l-song’s principles.
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significantly increased military support. This presumes, however, a
major change in Soviet inclinations, as well as changes perhaps in
North Korea's estimation of the likely role of the United States.
Although such a scenario is certainly conceivable, it does not at the
present time seem very likely.

What would happen in the event of the fourth possibility, turmoil, is
unpredictable. Clearly, however, it contains the potential for a major
alteration of Soviet-North Korean relations. The most dramatic, if at
this point highly unlikely, scenario would involve direct Soviet inter-
vention in the succession process—perhaps in response to “requests”
for assistance from a particular North Korean faction—and the estab-
lishment of an actual or de facto satellite regime. Even short of this,
however, the potential for important changes would be substantial
given the near certainty of widespread anxieties concerning South
Korean intentions. This would particularly be the case if such turmoil
occurred in conjunction with a serious economic crisis and/or actual
external security threat. From all perspectives, this would be the most
unpredictable, and potentially dangerous, situation.

Maintenance of Independence

North Korea has demonstrated a fierce commitment to unity, “self-
reliance,” and national independence ever since Kim Il-song solidified
his position in the mid-to-late 1950s. This commitment stems from
Korea's historical experience with the great powers, as well as its
actual situation as a small, weak, and divided nation. It is bolstered
further by the traditional fractiousness of politics in Korea which make
the art of governing a particularly difficult one on both sides of the
38th parallel.® From this perspective, the extraordinary cult of per-
sonality in the North may be seen not merely as a manifestation of one
man’s megalomania, which at least in part it undoubtedly is, but of a
more general awareness of the need for absolute unity to safeguard the
country’s independence.

Assuming that political succession results in any of the above alter-
natives other than turmoil, it seems highly unlikely that North Korea
will significantly modify either its identification of independence as a
fundamental national interest or the priority it assigns to its achieve-
ment. At a minimum, it is unlikely that such a modification will occur
as long as the succession process proceeds along the course presently
intended. Not only is maintaining independence continually trumpeted

‘On the nature and dynamics of Korea's

traditionally opportunistic factional group-
ings, s00 omnm.m-mmdauvm(cmw
University Press, 1968).
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in the North Korean media as a fundamental national requirement, it
is directly linked to the person of Kim Chong-il. In the words of one
representative sample:

In his treatise “Let Us Advance Under the Banner of Marxism-
Leninism and the Chuche Idea,” Comrade Kim Chong-il . . . while
comprehensively illuminating the greatness, truth, and vitality of the
chuche idea, elucidated the idea that the independent stand must be
maintained for the people to defend their position as masters of the
revolutionary struggle and construction work. The idea of maintain-
ing the independent stand, which was elucidated in the treatise, is a
significant guiding principle for embodying the chuche idea in the
revolution and construction. . . . Only when the independent stand is
maintained can the people firmly struggle against the imperialists
and all class enemies trying to encroach upon the sovereignty of the
nation and the interests of the people and settle problems in accor-
dance with their own judgments and decisions. At the same time,
they can by their strength and wisdom do away with incorrect views
and attitudes of skepticism about one’s own ability and trying to rely
on others, and can pioneer the future of the revolution and construc-
tion. . . . If any of the chuche principles—independence, self-reliance,
and self-defense—is not well-embodied, the independent stand cannot
be maintained and the independent development of the revolution
and construction cannot be guaranteed.®

Among these chuche principles, North Korea has been giving partic-
ular emphasis to self-defense. As one article in the Party journal, Kul-
loja, put it in connection with another thesis allegedly written by Kim
Chong-il entitled “On the Chuche Ideology,” “to realize self-reliant
defense in national defense is the basic principle of independent
sovereign state construction.” The article continues:
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much others help one, that help is no more than a secondary one.
Going forward to solve the question of national defense relying on
one's own strength, taking responsibility on the principle of self-
reliance is where the most correct road . . . lies. . .. By more deeply
studying and mastering the thought on the principle of self-reliant
defense in national defense enunciated in the thesis “On the Chuche
Ideoclogy” and by continuing to thoroughly carry it through, we shall
thoroughly defend the sovereign rights of the nation and go forward
to energetically hasten the conversion of the whole society to the
chuche ideology.’

The thesis “On the Chuche Ideology” and others like it, incidentally,
also address the methods by which the principles of independence and
“self-reliance” in national defense are to be attained. These include
continuing North Korea’s military buildup, turning “the whole country
into a fortress,” and placing priority upon ideological and political fer-
vor rather than upon weapons or technology.® Such emphases and the
direct linkage to Kim Chong-il have important implications for future
North Korean policies transcending the question of Soviet-North
Korean relations.

Between the two, the Soviet Union is clearly more of a threat to
North Korea’s independence than is the People’s Republic of China.
In this sense, it is hard to see how North Korea's aspiration can be
furthered by turning to the Soviet Union. There are, however, three
possible developments that could induce the DPRK to at least modify
its emphasis. One is if North Korea were to genuinely perceive a direct
military threat to its security. Such a perception, in turn, could
develop in three main ways.

"To Realiss Seif-Reliant Defense in National Defense is the Basic Principle of
Independent Sovereign State Construction,” Kulloja, January 1883, in JPRS, October 6,
1963, pp. 39-48.

SAs the Kullaja article cited above asserts:

“it is imperative to go forward to conselessly strengthen the seif-reliant national

war at any time. . .. It is imperstive
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First would be the actual or prospective attainment of military
superiority by the Republic of Korea. This is not a prospect about
which North Korea has appeared to be genuinely concerned. Perceiv-
ing itself as militarily superior to the ROK, it has concerned itself not
with establishing defensive military and diplomatic arrangements but
with developing offensive capabilities for creating and exploiting oppor-
tunities to achieve reunification on North Korean terms. Should the
North come to perceive South Korea as militarily superior, however, it
could turn to the Soviets as the only available source for the required
assistance. The fact that South Korea should be able to attain this
position by the early 1990s, if present trends continue, makes this
potentially a particularly dangerous period.

Second would be changes in U.S. policies that signaled an intention
to support an unprovoked effort by South Korea to bring the entire
peninsula under its control. Such changes could involve modifications
of U.S. declaratory policy as well as major increases in the U.S. mili-
tary presence and capabilities in South Korea. Such changes are no
more than a theoretical possibility. Given the rather distorted ideologi-
cal prisms through which Pyongyang views the world, however, it is
important to be sensitive to the possible development of such a percep-
tion. Should this occur, alterations in North Korean policies that
enabled a major turn toward the Soviets would be quite conceivable.

Third would be a major Japanese military presence in South Korea
and a direct military role on the peninsula. To North Korea, such a
development would not only seriously hinder realization of its long-
term objective of reunification on North Korean terms but would also
represent a potential threat to Pyongyang. Korea's historical experi-
ence with Japan and Pyongyang’s ideological conviction that the
Japanese will inevitably seek to reestablish their “co-prosperity
sphere,” are concerns to which North Korea is extremely sensitive.
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there is little evidence of a looming crisis. Indeed, independent studies
of the North Korean economy suggest that Pyongyang may very well
be able to maintain its policy priorities in general, and its huge military
buildup in particular, throughout this decade. This would not seem to
incline North Korean leaders to make the concessions necessary to
allow a major change in Soviet-North Korean relations.

Even if this were not the case, economic difficulties may be per-
ceived differently by North Korea than by others. Despite the ack-
nowledgment of ongoing problems, media reports continue to be rather
optimistic. In the words of one recent editorial:

The task set forth in the eighth plenum is very weighty and vast,
We are equipped, however, with all the conditions we need to ably
implement the assigned task, tiding over any difficulties. We possess
the wise leadership of the party and leader, the invincible cohesion
and unity of the party and people, and the self-reliant national
economy with limitless potential and the mighty tochnoloncnl capa-
bility. The situation of our country’s ooonomy today is very good,
and a broader prospect awaits the economy. .

Moreover, the consequences of even acknowledged difficulties for other
North Korean policies may be very different from what one might nor-
mally expect. As a general statement, North Korea has tended to
respond to economic difficulties not by looking outward for
assistance—although at different times and in different ways it has
done this as well—but by placing greater emphasis upon “unconditional
unity,” national sacrifice, and political mobilization. The expansion of
ideological campaigns, intensification of “party guidance,” and height-
ening of the priority given to “political and moral incentives” tend to
be North Korea's preferred response.!® Economic difficulties in and of
themselves do not necessarily translate into a willingness to make
important concessions to the Soviet Union. Nevertheless, it is cer-
tainly possible that a genuine economic crisis threatening the viability
of the ruling regime could encourage North Korea to modify at least
certain of its policy orientations which cause problems for Moscow in
an effort to garner greater Soviet support. This would seem particu-

"IMAﬂoonleyRiuinlmphmﬁuthMolmm%m
of the Sixth WPK Central Committes,” Rodong Sinmun, December 5, 1983,
Wu.mumm-wmmmrmmmwaw

pAS—




33

larly to be the case if such a crisis coincided with other major adverse
trends affecting North Korea's pursuit of reunification.

The third possible development is direct Chinese intervention in
North Korea's internal politics. Although this has been neither
China’s inclination nor style in most of the postwar period, it is not
inconceivable that Beijing might move in this direction, perhaps in the
context of Chinese or North Korean leadership changes, perhaps
because of China's strong interest in lowering tension on the Korean
peninsula in connection with its ambitious plans for economic develop-
ment. Should such a change take place, North Korea could attempt to
turn to the Soviets as a counterweight to Chinese pressure.

Achievement of Reunification

North Korea’s third fundamental national interest has been reunifi-
cation on North Korean terms—that is, extension .f North Korean
Communist control over South Korea. As suggested above, Pyongyang
has maintained an unfaltering commitment to the attainment of this
interest throughout the postwar period.!! The strength of this commit-
ment stems, as in the case of North Korea's emphasis upon indepen-
dence, from the virulence of North Korean nationalism and the way in
which reunification has become linked over the years to the basic legi-
timacy of the ruling regime. For this reason, it is very difficult to ima-
gine Kim Il-song fundamentally altering this commitment.!? To the
extent that his successors will need to draw for their own legitimacy

Vifor the seriousness of North Korean sttitudes and policies regarding the commit-
ment to reunification, see Young C. Kim, “North Koresa's Reunification Policy: A Mag-
nificent Obsession?” in Young Hoon Kang and Yong Soon Yim (eds.), Politics of Korean
Umfwamu (Seoul: Ressarch Center for Peace and Unification, 1978), pp. 127-157. Also

see Congressman Solars’s report “The Korean Conundrum, A Conversation with Kim Il
&u‘WdaSﬂdy“mmbSmhKameﬂanpkc&puMchhm
mdeKun(W.hhl!on.DC USs. Govmmnt?nnuuomqo August 1981), in
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upon North Korean nationalism, if not also upon Kim’s “revolutionary
tradition,” it is also difficult to expect political succession to lead to
any fundamental change in this commitment. If it did, perhaps
through the emergence of a leadership more committed to bureaucratic
and technical objectives, the effect would presumably be the opposite of
that which is the concern of this study: namely, a decreased opportun-
ity for Soviet support of destabilizing actions. Assuming this does not
occur, it is in the commitment to reunification on North Korean terms
that the greatest potential for changes in Soviet-North Korean rela-
tions would seem to lie.

These chances for change, in turn, rest upon North Korean percep-
tions of trends in five separate but related areas. First is that concern-
ing South Korea's relations with the United States and Japan. The
sensitivity of this element stems from North Korean perceptions of
Seoul’s close ties with the United States and Japan as constituting the
principal barrier to reunification on North Korean terms. For this rea-
son, the removal of the U.S. military presence and undermining or
weakening South Korea’s alliance relationships have been priority
North Korean policy objectives throughout the postwar period.

The chances for South Korea’s relationships with the United States
and Japan inducing major changes in Soviet-North Korean relations
hinge on Soviet willingness to support an adventurist policy vis-a-vis
the Republic of Korea. Given such a willingness, it is possible that
North Korea might turn toward the Soviets as a result of dramatic
changes in either direction: a major rupture in the ROK’s alliance
relationships perceived by Pyongyang as providing the opportunity for
reunifying Korea militarily under its control without U.S. intervention;
or a dramatic expansion of the U.S. and Japanese presence in South
Korea—especially that of Japan—perceived by the North as effectively
ending any prospect for reunification. Because of the implications for
South Korea, a fundamental rupture or termination of the U.S.-Japan
alliance could have a similar effect.

'l‘houpouibnhtm,howcvor,mmtbontrondyquﬂxﬁod. Fmt.tln
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doing so it felt it could successfully reunify Korea under its control.!?
Finally, as suggested above, there are many reasons to believe that
North Korea has perceived itself as militarily superior to the Republic
of Korea. As long as it sees the prospect for reunifying Korea under its
control through its own efforts, it is unlikely that Pyongyang would
make the kinds of concessions necessary to the Soviets to enable a
dramatic change in Soviet-North Korean relations. For these reasons,
the state of South Korea's alliance relationships, while an important
factor, is also a dependent one.

The second area concerns USSR and PRC relations with South
Korea. As suggested above, the refusal of the Soviet Union to endorse
Pyongyang as the sole legitimate sovereign state on the peninsula and
its occasional flirtations with the possibility of a “German solution” to
the problem of Korea’s division have contributed to North Korean dis-
trust of the Soviets and to Pyongyang’s historic “tilt” toward the PRC.
The increasing quantity and quality of Soviet-South Korean exchanges
over the last several years have undoubtedly bolstered this orientation.
The Soviets have also, however, sought to take advantage of China’s
opening to the West, criticizing the PRC for paying only lip-service to
North Korea’s aspiration for reunification and portraying itself as
Pyongyang’s true supportey~ After describing a host of Soviet efforts
over the years to support the DPRK and detailing the USSR’s
“unswerving solidarity” in its “struggle” for reunification, for example,
one commentary goes on:

In this context mention should be made of Peking’s position which is
hostile to the Korean people. China is ostentatiously interested in
the 40,000 American soldiers remaining on the Peninsula. Now that
Peking has stepped up its anti-socialist hegemonistic activity, the
major problem of the DPRK's foreign policy is increasingly becoming
a target of Maoist political machinations and small change in the
Chinese leaders’ flirtations with the US and Japanese imperialists.
Sino-Japanese and Sino-American contacts in 1979 and 1980 have
that Peking is utterly indifferent
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Criticizing Hua Guofeng’s agreement in his talks with Japanese Prime
Minister Ohira that “‘instability’ on the Korean Peninsula was
undesirable,” the article pointedly concludes that “both leaders were
equally worried about developments on the Peninsula. In other words,
Peking, true to its policy in favor of a divided Korea and of maintain-
ing US military presence on the Korean Peninsula, expressed support
in the Seoul puppet regime.”'

Although China has until recently lagged behind the USSR in offi-
cial and semi-official dealings with South Korea, it is clear that North
Korea is extremely sensitive to Chinese openings toward the ROK.
Unofficial trade between China and South Korea, which had risen to
somewhere around $300 million in 1979-1980, fell off precipitately in
1981-1982 as a result of strong DPRK protests to the PRC before
beginning to rise again more quietly in 1983. In the post-Korean Air-
lines shooting incident environment, it is conceivable that China’s rela-
tions with South Korea—abetted perhaps by China’s strong interest in
stability on the Korean peninsula—could develop more rapidly than
those of the Soviet Union. Should this be unaccompanied by compar-
able developments between Washington and Pyongyang supportive of
its quest for reunification, North Korea’s incentive for modifying some
of its policies vis-a-vis the Soviet Union as a means for expressing its
disapproval of Peking's policies would be strengthened. By increasing
this incentive through more forthcoming policies toward Pyongyang,
the Soviets might be able to improve Soviet-North Korean relations
substantially.

The third area concerns USSR and PRC relations with the United
States. There is good historical evidence for considerable North
Korean sensitivity in this area. As suggested above, Soviet actions dur-
ing the Cuban missile crisis and its “peaceful co-existence” and detente
policies thereafter were major factors contributing to North Korea’s
historic “tilt” toward China. Although the evidence is somewhat less
solid, Chinese emphasis upon a “united front” and opening toward the
United States in the late 1970s may have precipitated some effort by
North Korea and the Soviet Union at the turn of the decade to
improve their troubled relations.!® Indeed, one analyst has gone so far
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as to suggest that the single major factor behind North Korea’s policies
toward its Communist neighbors concerns their policies toward the
United States.” Undoubtedly, this is overstated. North Korea’s rela-
tions with the USSR and the PRC are complex and multifaceted.
Each has a dynamic of its own. Moreover, in an era where both Com-
munist powers have strong incentives for improving their relationship
with the United States, the potential leverage of North Korea is even
further diminished. Nevertheless, the nature of Soviet and Chinese
policies toward the United States do play an important role. Should
North Korea come to perceive China as going too far in its opening to
the West and effectively removing or disassociating iteelf from
Pyongyang’s quest for reunification, it could well turn to the Soviets in
the hope of gaining greater support for this central interest. This pos-
sibility would be heightened by continued frigidity in U.S.-USSR rela-
tions and greater Soviet efforts to exploit this division between North
Korea and the PRC. Given recent and prospective trends in Soviet-
American relations, this is a possibility that bears particularly close

E

The fourth area concerns trends in South Korea’s internal political,
economic, and military situation. Because of the sharp ideological
prisms through which Pyongyang views all developments south of the
38th parallel and the extravagance of its rhetoric, real North Korean
perceptions are particularly difficult to know in this area. North
Korean pronouncements describe life in South Korea as a “living hell”
resulting from the “oppressive” rule of its “reactivnary” dictators.
South Korea's status as a “semi-feudal colonial society” exacerbates
this situation allowing the introduction of decadent bourgeois
foreign culture and the perpetuation of “fascist” rule. The fragility of
its economy, built on foreign capital and sustained by foreign assis-
tance, and groes social and economic inequalities guarantee only abject
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North Korea, therefore, is not to make the concessions required to bol-
ster its alliance relations but to develop on its own the “base” for reun-
ification and to be prepared when the “inevitable” sets in.

Although the extent to which these views are genuinely held is at
best uncertain, it is clear that North Korean leaders have been disdain-
ful of South Korea's system in the past and genuinely preferred their
own. Even allowing for rhetorical excess, they have made clear their
belief that North Korea is superior to the Republic of Korea and their
conviction that trends are moving generally in their direction. As Kim
Il-song has said as recently as in this year’s New Year’s address to the
nation, 1983 was a year in which North Korea “demonstrated the
unconquerable strength of our people . . . as well as the genuine
superiority of our socialist system.... Although the present world
situation is very complicated and tense, the general trend is changing
still more in favor of our revolution.”?

To an objective North Korean obeserver, however, the actual trends
must look more ominous. In fact, its rhetoric notwithstanding, there
are some signs that North Korea's confidence may have been consider-
ably shaken. Most striking is the recent move by Pyongyang to what
appesars to be a more militant posture, a move that may be motivated
by a desire to set back South Korea's continuing economic and military
progress. Also striking are the strong denunciations of Japanese
economic aid to South Korea and the clear concern with U.S. measures
to bolster the ROK's indigenous self-defense capability. Reflecting an
awareness of such adverse trends, perhaps, as well as Pyongyang’s
ongoing political and economic difficulties, North Korean media
reports allude more openly to the “very complicated and tense” situa-
tion facing the DPRK, and call for aggressive efforts to “overcome the
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tion.”*® Whether such trends have fundamentally altered basic North
Korean perceptions of the situation in the South or not, however,
remains to be determined. Should such an alteration occur, it could
contribute to a North Korean turn toward the Soviet Union in the con-
text of more forthcoming Soviet policies.

The fifth and final area concerns trends in the North-South
diplomatic competition. Here too, North Korea has traditionally been
quite optimistic. Even today there are frequent allusions to how the
North’s international relations are “expanding and developing with
each passing day” and its external authority is “rising higher than
ever.” There are clear indications, however, that this traditional opti-
mism has been dealt a blow by South Korea's success in expanding its
foreign relations. This is evident in Pyongyang’s increasingly shrill
denunciations of Seoul’s successful diplomatic offensive. Describing
this offensive as “aimed at forming an international foundation for
opposing the country’s reunification and for fabrication of two Koreas
by following the U.S. imperialists’ two-Koreas policy,” such denuncia-
tions warn “anyone or any country that respects the national interests
of the Korean people and genuinely hopes for the peace and reunifica-
tion of Korea . . . not [to] be entangled in or made a fool of by the U.S.
imperialist and the Chon Tu-hwan ring’s political intrigues for fabri-
cating two Koreas.”' It is also evident in the extent to which North
Korea has gone to try and counter South Korea's gains abroad; North
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Generation of Support for Other Policy Objectives

North Korea's fourth and final fundamental interest has been the
generation of support for other priority policy objectives, in particular
those concerning economic development and military modemization.
The Soviet Union here has a natural advantage over China in compet-
ing for North Korea’'s favor given the disparities in their political,
economic, and military capabilities. That it has not been able to capi-
talize on this “natural” advantage is due as much to the higher priority
North Korea has given its other fundamental interests as to the
USSR’s general lack of inclination to compete. This has been bol-
stered by the DPRK's traditional view of itself as superior to South
Korea, and its general confidence that trends were moving favorably in
its direction. Given this view, North Korea has not generally felt it
necessary to make the kinds of concessions required to elicit greater
Soviet support. As a result, the Soviets have been unable to translate
their superior capabilities into expanded influence.

Two factors could alter this situation. One would be a redefinition
of North Korean priorities and a heightening of the importance of
these additional objectives relative to other North Korean interests.
Although such a redefinition is conceivable, it does not seem very likely
s0 long as the touchstone for North Korean policies remains the “revo-
lutionary tradition” of Kim Il-song. This seems particularly the case in
regard to Pyongyang’s desire to avoid being turned into a Soviet satel-
lite, although it is probably also true of its aspiration for reunification
as well. The other factor would be a major change in Pyongyang’s per-
coptions of past and prospective trends. This would not necessarily
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the Soviets have thus far been inclined to demonstrate. For all these
reasons, the potential for significant change in Soviet-North Korew.n
relations stemming from the DPRK's need for assistance—while cleariy
a possibility—should probably not be overrated.

THE SOVIET PERSPECTIVE
Introduction

As seen from Moscow, the chances of significant change in the
Soviet relationship with North Korea over the remainder of the 1980s
will probably be governed by three main interwoven and interacting
factors.

One will be the evolution of the North Korean succession process
already in train, particularly if Kim Il-song dies in this period. At
issue will be the question of whether men are likely to come to fore in
the North Korean elite who will wish to assign a higher priority, when
weighed against Pyongyang’s traditional primary concerns, to securing
what the Soviet Union has to offer, economically and militarily.

The second factor will concern how much political cohesion,
economic and military strength, and international standing South
Korea may attain in relation to the North, and what effect changes in
each of these areas may eventually have on Pyongyang’s behavior.

The third and perbaps most important factor will be the evolution of
the Soviet strategic position in Northeast Asia vis-a-vis the United
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reserve toward Pyongyang, to adhere to the modest priority assigned
over the last decade to Soviet interests in Korea, and to await favor-
able changes in North Korean attitudes to emerge in the fullness of
time. Some Soviets may argue that a fundamental and lasting
improvement in their relationship with Pyongyang will not be possible,
even after the demise of Kim Il-song, until there is a profound
transformation of the North Korean ruling elite in the direction of
pragmatism. Such a change would involve a gradual cooling of the
elite’s revolutionary elan, an ebbing of its assumption that legitimacy
requires unceasing pursuit of reunification on North Korean terms,
emergence of a tacit acceptance of the permanent division of Korea,
and a growth in the priority given to economic development. Such a
metamorphosis would provide greater importance to one area in which
the Soviets have a major advantage over China: the ability of Soviet
technology to render substantial help to North Korean development.

Given such a drastically altered atmosphere in Pyongyang, some
Soviets may contend, the chances that Soviet economic assistance
would bring better political returns might be significantly enhanced. It
is noteworthy that the Soviet Union since 1982 has been applying
exactly such on approach toward China, seeking to take advantage of
the replacement of Chinese radicals by a more pragmatic leadership to
strive to improve the Soviet relationship with the PRC through the
maximum possible expansion of economic and other dealings. It is
plausible to suppose that an analogous Soviet effort toward North
Korea would be undertaken if there were an analogous transformation
of the North Korean leadership.

Nevertheless, the Soviets are unlikely to be very sanguine about the
chances of such a transformation except over a very long period of
time. For the reasons mentioned earlier, the North Korean political
and military leadership shaped and purged by Kim Ii-song seems polar-
izsed in the opposite direction, and does not seem likely to undergo a
radical change in its basic assumptions except, at best, through a slow
and peinful evolution. Confirmation of this pessimistic judgment could
mhnllybopntoimpolﬂnﬂovhhuhmmtlywnrdmomﬁonof
the Kim Chong-il succession.

Up to now, there have been several reasons for this reluctance. One
has been the discomfort of the post-Brezhnev leaders, who have made
mhunofmhtthnion.ntholpmﬁu.
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Most important, the Soviets have probably been reluctant to pre-
judge the outcome of the North Korean succession in Kim Chong-il's
favor. Although the Soviets can have little certainty regarding the pol-
icies that Chong-il will follow after his father’s death, they may agree
with the many observers who think Fim more likely than not to emu-
late those aspects of Kim Il-song’s behavior which the Soviets have
found most obnoxious: the dangerous adventurism, the aggressive
insistence upon North Korean independence and North Korean
interests to the detriment of Soviet interests, and the inclination
toward China. The Rangoon bombing episode in October 1983, which
many rumors, rightly or wrongly, have tied to Kinr Chong-il’s initia-
tive, can only have strengthened such Soviet suspicions of him. Conse-
quently, long after the Chinese gave their tacit endorsement of Kim
Chong-il, the Soviets continued to delay such endorsement, apparently
believing that it was in their interest to wait as long as there was any
chance, however modest, that leaders with a view of North Korean
interests more congenial to the USSR might ultimately emerge from
the succession struggle in his place.

Notwithstanding these reasons for continued reserve, however, it is
possible that the USSR will gradually move to reach a personal accom-
modation with Kim Chong-il over the next few years. If so, this will
probebly result from Soviet calculations of a different kind about the
factors that may improve their leverage in North Korea.

3. The Issue of Soviet Military Aid After Kim’s Death: Aside
from any vague, long-term hopes the USSR may have for a more prag-
matic, moderate North Korean leadership, there is a second completely
different shorter-term consideration which some Soviets may find more
encouraging. This concerns the possible political effects within the
North Korean military leadership, particularly in a period of succes-
sion, as those weapon systems which the Soviets have refused to
replaco—and which the Chinese cannot replace—inevitably grow
increasingly obsolete. The Soviets may belisve that under these cir-
cumstances, a post-Kim Il-song North Korea could well see increased
internal pressures to conciliate the S8oviet Union in order to obtain the
coveted weapons. North Korean leaders would then face an increasing
conflict between their chuche principle—their disinclination to bend to
Soviet wishes—and their feit need to achieve reunification of Korea on
their terms at any cost. Paradoxically, this dilemme would be felt most

Union but who are aleo most fervently devoted to achieving control of
the South.
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The Effects of South Korea's Growing Streagth

Many Soviets may aiready calculate that such a dilemma will be
further sharpened over the next decade if the North Korean leadership
comes to perceive the prospect of dominating the South as slipping
further and further away because of the increased capabilities and the
heightened standing of the Republic of Korea. As already suggested,
there are grounds for suspecting that despite the long-held and loudly
proclaimed belief of the North Korean elite in the superiority of its
system and the innate vulnerability of South Korea’s, secular trends of
the last decade have recently begun to implant doubts that time is
working in Pyongyang’s favor. The Soviets are almost certainly aware
of this erosion of North Korean confidence.® Such doubts have been
fostered by the superior growth rate of the South Korean economy, the
advances made by Seoul in fortifying its international position, and the
expectation that further advances will flow from the holding of a suc-

The Soviets probably caiculate that over the next decade these per-
ceptions may foster an increased desire in the North Korean leader-
ship, whether or not Kim Il-song remains on the scene, to seize what-
ever opportunities fate may provide before it is too late—that is, before
the consolidation of the position of the Republic of Korea has gone too
far ever to be overcome. One consequence is likely to be a heightened
readiness in Pyongyang to try to take advantage of major political
instability in South Korea, should it occur. At the same time, another
consequence the USSR may foresee is increased anxiety in Pyongyang
to maintain North Korean overall military advantages over
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Korea in the face of South Korean force improvement programs. In
particular, the expected South Korean acquisition of F-16s will create a
point of North Korean military inferiority that will partly offset the
large North Korean advantage in armor and some other military
categories. This event will therefore dramatize to the North Korean ;‘
leadership—in a manner not seen to date—the grave consequences of a 1
continuation of the Soviet refusal to upgrade North Korea's Mig-21s
with Mig-23s and other new-generation aircraft.

To sum up thus far: from the Soviet perspective, it would, in princi-
ple, be desirable if the ultimate outcome of a North Korean succession
struggle were the emergence of a more moderate and pragmatic North
Korean leadership oriented primarily toward development of the North
Korean economy. The chances that this will occur in the next decade,

Korean strengthening—to approach Moscow with a much more concili-
atory attitude.
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inhibiting major new Soviet weapons transfers to Pyongyang. There
are some grounds to suggest that such factors do exist.

Although the Soviet leaders for a number of years have behaved as if
they assign Korea a lower priority than the Chinese do, this attitude
could well change over the next decade. It is clear that Northeest Asia
is continuing to grow in importance for the Soviet Union as one of the
focal points of its global confrontation with the United States. Since

Soviet-Japanese relations have become incressingly embittered, and
Japanese-American security cooperstion has steadily grown. The
Soviets have meanwhile increased their nuclear deployments of SS-20
missiles and Backfire bombers intended to intimidate China and
Japan, as well as Backfire deployments directed against U.S. naval
forces in the Western Pacific. Soviet tactical reinforcement and
hardware modernisation also continue throughout the Soviet Far East,
where the weaknesses of Soviet warning and sir defonse were recently
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The Soviet Union has nevertheless continued to speak of such rela-
tions as an established fact for the sake of the political advantages
such propaganda may procure in both Japan and Korea. This Soviet
rhetoric emulates that of North Korea, and has probably been seen in
Moecow, in part, as a cost-free means of demonstrating to Pyongyang
that there is an area in which Soviet foreign policy interests coincide
with those of North Korea, whereas Chinese interests do not. The
Soviet Union has bad relations with Japan and is confronted by U.S.-
Japaneee military collaboration, and therefore has no inhibitions about
portraying that collaboration as also menacing the Korean peninsula.
China has good relations with Japan, has no objection to U.S.-Japanese
military ties directed against the Soviet Union, and cannot con-
veniently support Pyongyang in linking those ties to South Kores.

This particular Soviet propaganda advantage over China was drama-
tized in striking fashion in April 1984, when North Korea publicized a
TASS interview with Kim Il-song in which Kim pointedly thanked the
Soviets for their propaganda about Japanese militarism and the “U.S.-
Japan-South Korea tripartite military alliance,” and exhorted Moscow
to beat this drum even more vigorously. A somewhat toned-down ver-
sion of the interview was published in Provda. Kim noted that “with

on this issue, some modest improvement in Soviet-North Korean rela-
tions was in progress. It would also appear, however, that this process
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because of the recent growth in Sino-North Korean contacts and
diplomatic activity, but more importantly because of a Soviet percep-
tion, just discussed, that the Korean peninsula is growing in impor-
tance for Soviet intereats because of the increasing gravity of the
Soviet-American strategic confrontation in Northeast Asia.

The visit also provided evidence, however, of the many continuing
difficulties in Soviet-North Korean relations, and of the continuing
role of China in preserving those difficulties. Kim Il-song did not
secure from the Soviets on this occasion any move toward recognition
of the Kim Chong-il succession. In their private conversations, the two
sides :rpuontly reiterated their discordant positions regarding Indo-
china.® In addition, Kim Il-song found during his visit that his Soviet
hosts were unwilling to make public mention of his proposal for tripar-
tite Pyongyang-Seoul-Washington talks, which the North Koreans con-
tinued to reiterate publicly in Moscow. It seems clear that the Soviets
remained intensely suspicious of the Chinese role in brokering
diplomatic exchanges on this issue. At the same time, the Soviets were
probebly somewhat chagrined that on this occasion, their public allu-
sions to the alleggd Washington-Seoul-Tokyo military alliance met
with no public response from Kim. Despite continuing complaints
about Japan in the Pyongyang press, the North Korean leaders made
no public references to Japan at all while in Moscow, presumably
because Pyongyang, at Chinese urging, was apparently simultaneously
making an overture to Japan.¥’
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but not others. It is also not impossible, in view of past precedents,
that the Soviets made ambiguous commitments to Kim, the fulfillment
of which will remain dependent upon Soviet evaluation of future North
Korean behavior toward Moscow.

Factors That May Encourage Further Change. However, even
if the Soviets continue to show reluctance to satisfy North Korean
desires for advanced military weaponry, there are other factors that
could in time alter this Soviet attitude. These considerations derive
from the strategic situation in the region.

In view of the growing tension in Northeast Asia, it might be con-
sidered remarkable that the Korean peninsula has thus far remained
largely exempt and isolated from the larger strategic confrontation.
Despite the larze concentration of opposing military forces in the pen-
i these forces today still remain primarily Korea-directed,
intended to help determine the political fate of this peninsula, and do
not contribute directly to the larger Soviet-American confrontation.
Because of increasing military requirements on both sides as a result of
the expanding confrontation in East Asia, however, there may be
Mwmmmmummmwsum
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ban if they could secure use of air or naval facilities from

m The Soviet Union may, in fact, be waiting for Kim Il-song
Kmmﬂmmxmdonotmhmh

To be sure, even if the Soviet Union has indeed sought such facili
or his successors to yield on this point.

the North Korean regime, which has been so pugnacious in asserting
its independence for the last two decades, is likely to remain extremely
difficult. Nevertheless, the Soviets may believe that the example of
Vietnam has shown that given changing circumstances and s suffi
ciently great incentive, radical changes in hitherto strongly held posi
tions may become possible.® Some Soviets may calculate that given
onouchnmo,mfﬁcthortthdqumthofadin(ofpm
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is completed in the next few years.® The important Soviet theater

systems, including new intermediate-range air-launched and sea-

The problem created for the United States and its allies by the
Soviet nuclear and conventional buildup in Asia is thus indeed a grave
one, and U.S. options in seeking appropriate responses in this decade
to redress the balance in the face of this growing threat are somewhat
limited. The Republic of Korea offers a potential platform for deploy-
ment of offsetting weapon systems which has some attractive features,
including the likelihood that such weapons would be readily accepted
by the Korean government.

Nevertheless, the strategic value of any such deployments would
have to be weighed against serious offsetting disadvantages. Aside
from the probebility of adverse reactions in Japan and China, deploy-
ments of this kind would be likely to bring about a grave transforma-
tion of the present great-power stakes in Korea, ending the peninsula’s
pressnt degree of isolation from the larger Soviet-American confronta-

the United States and to stability. Specifi-
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III. PROSPECTS FOR THE FUTURE

The evidence reviewed in this report suggests that, from both the
Soviet and North Korean perspectives, continuation of a basically cool
and reserved relationship between the USSR and the DPRK remains
the most likely prospect for the coming decade. Although some modest
improvements are possible, the kinds of concessions on either side that
would probably be required to significantly change this relationship
conflict in important ways with the view that each has consistently
taken of its fundamental interests. In the absence of major changes in
North Korea's definition of national interest or perceptions of trends
as they affect these interests—neither of which at the present time
seems probable—or in Soviet policies toward the DPRK without such
North Korean changes, a dramatic modification of the Soviet-North
Korean relationship seems unlikely to occur in the 1980s.

There are, however, a number of factors that could alter this fore-
cast. Among these factors, the most volatile from the North Korean
perspective would appear to relate tc the perpetuation of the ruling
regime. If active and expanded Soviet support became essential to the
regime’s basic existence, a dramatic alteration of North Korean policies
would certainly be possible. Although this seems the most potentially
volatile area, at this point the prospects for such a state of affairs
developing must be judged to be minimal.

The area with the greatest potential for change from North Korea’s
perspective would appear to be that concerning the objective of reunifi-
cation on North Korean terms. Here, the key question is whether
Pyongyang’s past perception of itself as superior to South Korea under-
goes major alteration. Should the conviction develop that it had lost
its superiority and Wwith it the prospect for ultimately reunifying Korea
under its control, North Korea could well be inclined to modify its poli-
in an effort to garner greater Soviet assistance. Such an inclina-




interaction with other North Korean perceptions, require careful study.
On the Soviet side, there are two factors that could impel the Soviet
Mnﬁpwmwmomntcmmmpolwywm

benefits—in the form of naval or air facilities in North Korea—that
have thus far been ruled out by the DPRK’s unwillingness to jeopard-
ize ita independence. Although it appears unlikely that the attitude of
North Korea—under either Kim Il-song or a successor leadership—will
enough over the next decade to make such radical concessions
to the USSR possible, there is a modest possibility of such a change if
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